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Summary:
Audrey Graves is a sixteen-year-old girl with uniquely horrible siblings. With her parents busy with their respective work, Audrey is expected to raise the rest of the family. Violent and destructive, the children lead her down a path that tests her mental fortitude as well as her patience. At least her parents are normal.
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The dream began like the rest: a disjointed mess of scenes, nonsensical lights, and rushing emotions. It overloaded the brain before collapsing into bare coherence. These dreams came often, leaving their unconscious victim to witness the trials and tribulations of some unrecognizable woman through her very own eyes. The woman became a mother far too young, and her life is hard. The dreams of her early years are tense but nothing compared to later on. She has two kids, a boy and a girl. As the years go by, they become more distant and more monstrous. Bullying children, getting into fights, mutilating birds, killing a young girl, and hiding her corpse. An apartment too small, an unhappy marriage, a terrible job, a quarantine, and a chance to escape.

But despite having seen every facet of this woman’s life, this moment came to the unconscious mind most often. The woman in a dingey basement, tied to a pole, two indecipherable yet familiar beings menacing them with weapons. A revolver, a cleaver, a knife. Her shoulder aches, and warm liquid runs down her arm. Odd marks cover the concrete floor, burning candles, and a circle of blood. Then it is windy, loud, horrific. A glow fills the room, some force of total darkness appears, reaches out to her, and then… nothing.

Audrey Graves blinked awake from her dream. That one had become far too familiar. Whenever that terrible dream came along, she never slept well. Today was no exception. She could feel how heavy her eyelids were as she sat up in bed. She was greeted by her reflection, shown back at her by the mirror on top of the dresser across from where she slept. She squinted at the mirror, trying to see if she had bags under her eyes from this distance. She couldn’t tell but could plainly see that her thick black hair was a total mess, a sure sign that she had spent the night thrashing about.

Audrey noticed a black spot on her pillow as she stared at her reflection. She glanced down and nearly jumped out of her own skin as she saw a large spider resting right next to where her head had been. Audrey shrieked and jumped out of bed, stumbling backward and hitting the wall next to her closet door. After that brief moment of panic, she noticed the spider had not moved in the slightest. It was rubber, a fake. The girl heard snickering from beyond the closet door.

Just as Audrey went to investigate, the door flew open, and out ran a boy half her size. “I saw her panties! I saw her panties!” he cried as he bolted for the exit, another boy just like him peering in through a crack in the bedroom door.

As the two boys scrambled out of the room, Audrey chased after them. “Aiden! Avery! You little brats! What did I say about coming into my room?” she yelled down the hall after them but gave up as they disappeared down the stairs. The young woman just sighed and closed her door, locking it behind her. She walked past the mirror again and looked at her sleepwear, an oversized t-shirt over her underwear, and nothing else. She grabbed the bottom of the shirt and pulled it down, hoping to stretch it out even further to prevent a repeat of what had just happened. She was unsuccessful in lengthening the shirt and resigned to just getting ready.

Audrey got dressed and returned to the mirror again, examining the outfit she threw together. A cream-white turtleneck sweater and a long ankle-length skirt. She sat on a stool in front of her dresser, picked up her brush, and ran it through her hair. Brushing her lengthy, black hair and wearing these modest clothes made Audrey feel as if she were a child’s doll. It was comforting to imagine being something at the whim of a greater force, an object without a care in the world. With so much responsibility on her shoulders, she couldn’t help but dream about being the one taken care of. She thought about her dolls, playthings which had to be abandoned early to care for her younger siblings. Mom and Dad were so busy that the burden of care fell on her. 

As she finished getting ready, she stood back up, took one last look at herself, and walked to the door that connected her room to her little sister’s. As she turned the handle and pushed, a force on the other side prevented her entrance. The door gave way for a slight crack, the sound of piled books and toys tumbling to the floor.

“Alice,” Audrey said through the crack, “You can’t keep doing this every day.”

“Then stop coming in!” A small voice emanated from behind the barricade. “I don’t want you!”

Audrey sighed and pushed the door again, opening further. “Come on, I need to get you ready,” she shoved one last time, and the barricade collapsed. Piles of books, board games, and other debris stacked atop a rocking chair fell to the floor. Beyond the blockage sat Alice in her pajamas, a stuffed animal in her hand and her arm cocked back, ready to fling it at her sister if she came any closer. 

“Have Papa do it!” Alice demanded. “Or Aiden or Avery.” 

“Dad is getting ready for work, and Aiden and Avery can’t help you get ready. Mom’s cooking breakfast, so that leaves you with me.”

Alice squinted at the intruder, processing her words, and then let the stuffed animal fly - a pink and green rabbit, smacking Audrey in the cheek. “Bullseye! You’re dead,” Alice cried in excitement, jumping on her bed. Audrey just huffed and bent down to pick up the rabbit, fully entering the room as she did so. Alice stopped jumping, and her eyes widened as she realized the ramifications of her actions. Her favorite stuffed animal was now in the clutches of her older sister, something totally unacceptable to Alice. “Hey, give him back!” Alice cried as she shot out of bed and charged her older sister. Audrey snagged the girl, hoisted her up, and kept the stuffed animal high above her head.

“You can have it back when you’re all dressed,” Audrey said as Alice tried to snatch at the bunny in vain. Alice whined and squirmed in her grasp, but Audrey had become increasingly proficient at wrangling her siblings. She marched the young girl into the closet and did not emerge again until she had been fully clothed. “Alright, see?” Audrey said as she handed the bunny back to Alice. “That wasn’t so bad.”

Alice pulled the bunny from Audrey’s hands and stuck her tongue out before rushing out the door to be with her brothers. Audrey sighed and placed her hand in her skirt pocket to feel for her phone. It wasn’t there - she had left it in her room. As she entered her bedroom to retrieve it, she stopped at the mirror one last time. She leaned in close. Audrey was getting bags under her eyes.

Breakfast was as it always was on Monday morning - simple but efficient. Yet the three youngest children always found a way to make it chaotic. Each of the three kids had a bowl of sugary cereal of their choice and half an apple. The apple halves differed between each kid who demanded it be served a different way. Aiden’s had to be sliced but not peeled. Avery’s had to be peeled but not sliced. Alice wouldn’t touch the apple if it wasn’t diced into cubes. As they began to eat their cereal, their mother kept working, hauling three jugs out of the fridge and placing them on the table. Each child got their own type of juice - one orange, one apple, one grape. This complicated dance made life more difficult for Ashley, their poor mother. She worked so hard, her hair already a mess despite just starting the day. She rushed about the kitchen with a hurriedness that was neither coordinated nor elegant. Mercifully for Ashley, Audrey was a great help in the morning. Her job was to ensure her siblings stayed in their seats as she ate half a grapefruit.

“Mom, Aiden kicked me!” Avery cried as he tried to scoot his seat away from his brother.
“Aiden, don’t kick your brother.” Their mother ordered, not even looking over as she put the jugs back into the fridge. Avery retaliated by putting his spoon in his mouth and shoving it into the brown milk of Aiden’s chocolate cereal. His brother cried out in protest and raised his arm to strike him, but Audrey reacted faster, snagging his wrist and keeping it still. 

“You two behave,” Audrey demanded, staring down her younger brothers. Her discipline usually resulted in the violence becoming directed at her, but surprisingly, the twins relented and returned to their breakfasts. For a moment, Audrey believed that maybe they were starting to listen to her, but that hope was dashed when she realized her father, Andrew, had entered the room. 

“Hi, papa!” Alice said with glee, breaking the awkward silence that had enveloped the kitchen as the two troublemakers stared into their bowls. Audrey greeted her father as well. He was a lanky man with thick black hair, the same as the rest of the family. Andrew wasn’t a tall man by any metric, but he still towered over the rest of the family. He kissed Audrey and Alice atop their heads and greeted them good morning before turning his attention to the twins.

“You two,” he said as he glared down at them, “you’re not making trouble, are you?” The boys both shook their heads. “Good, good morning.” Their father ruffled their hair and walked past the counter. Aiden and Avery glared at their father, staring daggers at him as his back was turned. He was never violent or aggressive with the kids, but something about his aura always seemed to back the boys down from any trouble they might create. Audrey knew that aura, too. It was dark and menacing. Her father had never raised his voice at her, but the looks he’d give her and the cold tone his voice would take when scolding her almost hurt more than any fist could. She loved him, but he had some sort of control over the family she never understood.

Andrew stopped before Ashley, and the two began talking, murmuring about their busy days ahead of them. Audrey couldn’t help but stare at her parents. They used to seem so young when she was a little girl. They were so energetic and happy. Now, they had so obviously aged. Her dad had begun to slow down, and the first few gray hairs appeared on his head. Crowsfeet had started clawing their way onto her mother’s face, and she could hear her joints begin to crack. Audrey placed another piece of grapefruit in her mouth, the bitterness only accentuating her feelings.

As breakfast wrapped up, the Graves family began their day. Andrew kissed his children and his wife before heading off to work, the five of them watching dutifully as he drove away. Ashley was the next to leave, a friend pulling up and shuttling her to the shops. It was Audrey’s job to take her brothers to soccer practice; a thirty-minute walk with two demon spawns was always a recipe for disaster. Alice would stay home alone. She refused to be watched by her sister, and about fifty temper tantrums ago, her parents surrendered and allowed the TV to be her guardian. Audrey rounded up her brothers and headed off down the road with them, hoping today’s practice would be different than all the others.

The twins' soccer practice was always a pain for Audrey. Every Friday over the summer, she had to drive them to this field, sit in the hot sun, and watch as her brothers tormented the other children. They never played nice, even though soccer was the sport Mom and Dad thought they’d cause the least trouble in. Audrey supposed they’d never watched a soccer game because that wasn’t the case. Aiden and Avery often got into trouble, purposefully fouling and picking fights whenever possible. Lord forbid they received a penalty card because the fits they would pitch were the stuff of legends. They would kick, scream, and cry so violently that sometimes, the referees would feel bad and let them keep playing. As soon as they were back on the field, they were smirking and snickering with each other, pleased that their plan worked so flawlessly. How these two boys were master manipulators at this age, Audrey had no clue. 

Audrey sat on the bleachers, squinting at her phone, the glare of the sun making texting increasingly difficult. Just then, she looked up to see trouble was brewing. Aiden and Avery were chasing after some poor young girl who had the unfortunate honor of possessing the ball. The boys ran on either side of her, getting increasingly close with every second. Audrey bit her lip, hoping they’d play fair, but she knew that was too much to ask. Avery, on the girl's right, slid into her ankles, causing the girl to tumble to her side. As soon as she hit the ground, Aiden swung his leg back and shot it forward, kicking the young girl in the head as if it were the ball. 

Audrey shot to her feet and headed for the boys as the injured girl's wails spread across the field. She wasn’t the only one sprinting toward the scene; the coach and a young man closing in from the corner of her eye. 

“That’s what you get for having such a big head!” Aiden said as he stood over the crying girl. A thin stream of blood was pouring down her cheek, a gash formed right below her eye. When Audrey finally reached the boys, she snagged them both by the wrists and yanked them away from their victim, just in time for the coach and the young man to reach her with a first aid kit.
“What is wrong with you two?!” Audrey yelled with more embarrassment and frustration in her voice than anger. She was no longer shocked by this kind of violence, just ashamed it had to be her brothers behind it.

“I didn’t do anything!” Avery said. “Aiden kicked her. Why am I in trouble?” Aiden slugged his brother in the arm for that piss-poor attempt at trying to save his own ass. Audrey yanked Aiden away from Avery and shot him a death glare before turning back to the other boy. 

“Bullshit,” she muttered in a hushed tone. “You two never do anything without the other. You planned this.”

“So what?” said Aiden, not an ounce of remorse in his voice. “Her fault her head got in the way.” Audrey gritted her teeth at that comment but hid it behind her lips. She knew this attack was just as much about embarrassing her as it was about hurting that girl. She couldn’t give them the satisfaction. 

Audrey was ready to leave after sending the boys to the bleachers for a time-out and talking the coach down. Yet another practice that ended with her being totally ashamed of her siblings. All she had left was apologizing to the little girl because God knows the twins never would. As she approached, the young man she saw earlier was finishing tending to the poor girl’s cut. Her cries had been reduced to a sniffle. The boy had to be her older brother. He was far too young to be her father. As he finished placing a bandage over the gash, the girl hugged him and ran off. 

Apologizing to this guy would have to do. “I am so sorry for my brothers,” Audrey said as the boy rose to face her. He looked about her age, maybe a year older, with short blonde hair and a handsome face. She expected to get an earful from him, just as she did from the coach. Her little hellspawn siblings were the ones who hurt his precious little sister, after all.

“Oh, it’s alright,” the boy said calmly. “She’ll live.” Audrey was a bit taken aback by how nonchalant he was being. Aiden and Avery had a reputation in the community for being misbehaved. Whenever they hurt another kid, it was always Audrey who ended up being told off, so why not this guy, too?\

“But what they did was so awful; how can I make it up to you two?”

The boy just smiled and shook his head. “Accidents happen, and so does roughhousing. I was a little bastard when I was their age, too. They’ll grow out of it, don’t you worry.”

Audrey highly doubted that. Aiden and Avery grow out of being brats, learning to be functioning members of society and not menaces to it? Not in a billion years. She almost wanted to tell him this but decided there were more pressing issues. “But your sister, are you sure she’ll be okay?”

The boy gave her a warm smile, “Thank you for worrying about her.” he took out his phone, “How about this? Give me your number, and I’ll text you how she’s doing.” 

‘Give him my number?’ Audrey thought, her face feeling hot all of a sudden. She had gotten such a reputation for being the wrangler of three awful children that guys wouldn’t even come near her anymore. The last time she dated, Aiden, Avery, and Alice all scared the guy away, and he proceeded to tell everyone about his experiences with Audrey’s fucked up family. But here she was, another shot at dating, and with a nice boy she thought was cute. Trying her best not to smile like a crazed idiot, she agreed and gave him her number.

“My name is Liam,” he said as he entered Audrey’s number into his phone. “My family just moved here last month.”

‘So that’s why I haven't seen him at high school,’ Audrey thought. ‘And that’s why he doesn't know about the reputation I have.’ She returned the warm smile and spoke up, “I’m Audrey, and again, I’m so sorry for my brothers.” 

Liam couldn’t help but laugh but assured her it was okay. After an exchange of pleasantries, Audrey collected the boys and began their walk home. 

“Who was that?” Avery asked, a bit of disgust in his voice. Audrey did her best to just ignore him.

“He looked like a manwhore,” Aiden added as he walked ahead of the two, trying to step on every crack in the sidewalk he could find.

“Yeah, and his little sister’s a bitch!” Aiden chimed in.

“If you two don't say another word until we get home, you can have ice cream out of the freezer.” That did the trick. The rest of Audrey’s walk home was blissfully quiet. Her mind filled with daydreams about what she’d say when Liam finally messaged her.

As Audrey opened the door, Aiden and Avery pushed past her, practically flinging it open as they rushed for the kitchen. “One scoop ONLY,” she yelled as they disappeared around the corner. It was in vain; she knew they’d gorge themselves. She decided to just resign to her room, intent on waiting until Mom and Dad got home. Then there would be dinner, the kids go to bed, and she could have some peace. As she headed for the stairs, she saw Alice sitting on the couch, a violent horror movie on the TV. Audrey grimaced as some monster sunk its claws into a teenage girl, ripping her to shreds as she screamed.

“Oh look, it’s the hussy hag!” Alice said without even turning her attention to her sister.

“What are you watching, Alice?” Audrey said, horrified, reaching for the remote.

Alice was quicker, snagging the remote and holding it behind her. “Leave me alone, or I’ll hurt myself and blame it on you!” Audrey retreated from that threat. Mom and Dad never believed her, but she knew Alice would do it anyway. “Let me watch the TV.” She demanded, her face turning to a sly grin as she remembered something. “Inky and I left you a present in your room.”

Alice looked over at the family cat, Inky, a stray with a black coat that the family adopted years ago. Audrey sighed and headed towards her room, feeling she knew what present awaited her. She opened the door, expecting to see cat shit on her pillow or a furball in her hair brush.

Except she could find nothing; everything looked as it should. Audrey sat on her bed, ready to unwind from the day. But as she laid her head on her pillow, she heard a faint crack. Confused, she reached a hand under it and recoiled as she felt a slimy, lukewarm slimy. She threw her pillow to the side to inspect her “present.”

It was a dead bluejay, bloody and ragged. Its guts spilled onto Audrey’s sheets. She gasped and placed a hand over her mouth as she witnessed the horror. Poor creature - still oozing blood. It was apparent Inky killed the bird, but more apparent Alice mutilated it. A clean cut across its belly, as if made by scissors.

Audrey stumbled out of bed and gritted her teeth, her emotions boiling over all at once. She let out a scream, not in horror at the site of the bird, but in utter frustration. ‘Why did they do this?’ She thought, ‘Why did they act like this? What did I do to deserve this life?’ She clenched her fists and writhed in rage, kicking the frame of her bed and stomping her feet. Her face was beet red as she screamed again. ‘Damn them.! Damn all three of them! They’ll ruin my fucking life! They have ruined my fucking life, and they’ll do it forever! As long as I live! They won’t rest until my life is living hell!’ Audrey picked up her brush and flung it at her dresser. The mirror shattered into a million pieces.

Downstairs, Aiden and Avery joined Alice on the couch, handing her a large bowl of ice cream. They could hear the screams, the stomping, and, finally, the shattering glass.

“What crawled up her ass?” Aiden said before shoving a spoonful of chocolate ice cream into his mouth.

“Who cares?” Avery already had a mouthful of ice cream, “just watch the movie.”

Alice said nothing. She just had the widest grin across her face. Every scream and stomp music to her ears. She couldn’t be happier.




Chapter 2: Forest
Summary:
The first Saturday of every month is date night for Mom and Dad. This night proves far more eventful than usual for Audrey as her little sister does what she does best, cause trouble.
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The teenage woman rushed through the dark forest. While her flashlight illuminated the branches and leaves of trees, it could not pierce the black veil of the heavy woods. The girl cried out for her sister, screaming her name into the void beyond the trees. She had to find her. How could her little sister wander into the woods all by herself? Didn’t she know what lurked in them? What evil forces and demonic spirits squatted in this ancient forest?

“This is boring!” Aiden cried aloud, his voice echoing throughout the movie theater. Audrey thanked God that this showing was utterly empty aside from her and her siblings. There were times her siblings acted out during crowded shows, just another way they’d make her life a living hell. But today, she was lucky. Nobody wanted to see a second-rate horror movie in its third week of running. The first Saturday of every month, Audrey had to take her brothers and sister out to see a movie to give Mom and Dad some time alone, ‘Date Night,’ as they called it.

“Just watch the movie,” Audrey muttered to Aiden. The boy just huffed and sunk further in his chair. ‘At least Avery was being quiet,’ she thought, looking over at her other brother, sucking down his soda. Aiden and Avery sat on either side of her, forcing Audrey into the middle. This was their preferred seating arrangement, and any attempt to mix it up would end in a temper tantrum from both of them. Alice, however, sat nowhere near the three. Audrey looked over her shoulder to check on her, spying the little girl alone in the top row. She glared down at Audrey and her twin brothers, watching them like a hawk perched in her nest, and Audrey was a field mouse. She knew Alice wouldn’t stay there. She never did.

“Kaylee!” The older sister in the movie cried as she looked for her sister in the dark forest. A ghostly moan played through the speakers as she got deeper in, and her flashlight died, plunging the theater into darkness. She continued to call for her sister as she stumbled through the pitch-black woods. 

“I’m scared,” Avery said, his voice devoid of any actual fear. Audrey glanced over and held her hand out. Pleased, Avery took it, intertwining his fingers with hers, and happily returned his attention to the movie.

Aiden side-eyed the two, jealousy building as he watched Avery hold his sister’s hand. He snagged Audrey’s left hand without a word, mimicking his brother but with far more force. Where Avery’s hold was gentle, Aiden squeezed tight. 

Audrey could only sigh as control of her arms was taken from her. When it came to her attention, one boy could never have more than the other. If Audrey brushed Aiden’s hair, Avery would demand to be next. If Audrey gave Avery a treat, Aiden would expect one too. And if one boy took her right hand, the other would take her left. Her attention could never be unequal - it had to be shared. So she resigned to being restrained like this for the next couple of hours at the whims of these needy twins who saw her as their plaything.

“No! Please!” The older sister in the film begged an unknown force as it began to drag her deeper into the forest. She cried out as the ghost pulled her into the bushes and out of sight of the audience, her screams of bloody murder leaving little up to interpretation.

Audrey looked over her shoulder to check on Alice. “Where’s your sister?” she asked Aiden and Avery when she noticed the little girl wasn’t in her chair.

“How should I know?” Aiden mumbled, not really paying attention. Audrey turned her attention to Avery for his answer, the second boy only shrugging back at her. After a moment, she spied her little sister wandering amongst the first rows of seats. She stood motionless in front of the screen, watching as the father in the movie came across the dismembered corpse of the older sister. While he cried his eyes out, Alice stood there, analyzing the screen before looking over her shoulder back at Audrey, sitting between her twin brothers. Her obsessions.

The drive home from the movies was uneventful, a bit out of the ordinary for Audrey, but she certainly wasn’t complaining. By the time they arrived home in her father’s car, the house was already dark. Mom and Dad always went to bed early on date night. Audrey went about the rest of her ritual for this day: bringing the kids inside, cooking them dinner, making sure they all bathed and sending them off to bed.

After hours of wrangling her siblings, Audrey finally entered her room. This day was always exhausting. Years of dedicating one Saturday a month for her parent’s “date night,” and she never grew accustomed to the amount of energy it sapped out of her. At least she was back in her room again, in her sanctuary. 

Audrey sighed and slumped onto her bed, the entire frame shaking as she collapsed onto the mattress. She allowed the cool sheets to chill her face until they eventually turned warm from her touch. Audrey rolled over onto her back and stared at the ceiling for a moment, recounting the days when she wasn’t expected to be a surrogate mother to three children. That was a long time ago.

Suddenly, Audrey’s phone vibrated from her pocket. She excitedly reached into it, praying it signified what she thought it did. She wasn’t disappointed. The screen alerted her of one text.

“Lil sis is all good! in case you were still worried”

Before Audrey even replied, she immediately went into her contacts and set this number as Liam, having to restrain herself from putting a heart next to the name. She’d be lying if she tried to claim she hadn’t spent the entire day thinking about him. By the time she opened the texting app to reply, she noticed Liam was sending another message. “Howre you?” 

Two texts in a row? This romance was moving at breakneck speeds. Audrey gleefully responded. She spent the next few hours lost in conversation with this boy. Basic things, synopsis of their life stories, tales of their siblings, complaining about parents and school, and whatever mutual annoyances they shared. Before Audrey knew it, it was midnight. She wished Liam a good night before silencing her phone and turning off her light. She drifted off to sleep peacefully, something she hadn’t been able to do in a while.

However, the same could not be said for Alice. She sat in her bed, staring at her sister’s door, her gaze fixed on the light flowing under the doorway and into her room. It had taken far too long. Alice had almost fallen asleep a few times, but she was determined to stay awake. Once the light flicked off, it was go-time.

Alice grabbed her rabbit and hopped out of bed, making sure to land on the floor as quietly as possible. Any noise would compromise her mission, and she was determined to see it through.

Alice approached her door and reached for the knob, turning it slowly before peering out to the hallway. She checked to ensure the coast was clear before creeping towards the stairs. She grabbed the banister and placed as much weight on it as possible, carefully avoiding steps she knew creaked. After a brief minute, she was downstairs and by the backdoor, lacing up her shoes preparing to set out into the night.  She had prepped the sliding glass door to the backyard before going to bed, shoving a wadded-up piece of paper in the lock to ensure it didn’t close properly. Alice placed her hands on the glass and pushed to the side, the cold breeze of the backyard running past her into the house. 

She crept onto the back lawn, hardly able to see ahead of her. She counted her steps, remembering that it was fifty before she reached the back fence. Once her fingers felt the cold metal of the chain link fence, she knew she made it. The back of her parent’s property, and beyond it - a dense forest. 

This was her goal. She thought of the next part of her plan - to wander deep into these woods and become lost. Ensuring that her older sister would be forced to come looking for her. And that vengeful spirit would drag her away and rip her to shreds, just as the movie foretold. With Audrey out of the way, the affection of her older brothers would certainly have to default to her.

Alice gripped the fence, her bunny tucked under her shoulder as she prepared to climb, but another breeze ran through the trees, the sound of rushing air creating a ghastly noise. It stopped Alice dead in her tracks before she had even begun to lift her tiny body off the ground. Her blood went cold as she considered what might happen to her if she ventured into the woods alone. What if the spirit wasn’t satisfied with one little girl’s soul? What if it wanted to tear her apart as well? Alice turned around and headed back into the house. If she was going to do this, she’d need protection.

“Come on, Inky,” Alice whispered to her black cat, perched in its cat tree. She beckoned the feline to follow her, but it only stared down at her with glowing eyes, uninterested. “Come on!” the little girl said again, growing more frustrated that her cat refused to follow her command. If anything was going to defend her from the dangers of the forest, it would be her little lion. Yet, he refused to follow her commands. Alice would grab and drag him outside if he wasn’t so high up in that tree.

Flustered, Alice decided to fall back onto plan B. She walked towards a cabinet in the kitchen and flung it open, pulling out a can of wet cat food. She returned to the cat tree and held it up for Inky to see a grin. “You want it,” she asked, “follow me and you get it.” Yet, the cat still did not move, its tail wagging lazily, unimpressed.

Alice pouted and sat on the floor; plan C it was. She looped her finger around the pull tab of the can and yanked, expecting it to come right off. It didn’t, however, and Alice elected to yank again. How did Audrey make this look so easy? One pull was all it took to remove the top when she did it. This called for drastic measures. Alice held the can with both hands and placed her teeth on the pull tab, pulling the can away from her and jerking her head back. The top finally came free, showering the girl in bits of wet cat food that stank of liver.

Alice probably would’ve started crying if she hadn’t heard Inky’s feet hit the floor, the cat running up to comfort her. Well, no, it came to lick her face clean of the wet food, the cat enticed by the smell. The little black lion ran his rough tongue across Alice’s cheek, the girl unable to suppress a giggle. “Inky, stop,” she whispered, afraid she might wake the house with her laughter. Alice hoisted Inky onto her shoulder, grabbing a chunk of wet food off the floor before heading back outside with her protector.

Alice returned to the fence, tossing Inky up over it. The cat uttered a dissatisfied cry as he was chucked over the railing but still landed on his feet, just like Alice predicted. She intertwined her fingers with the chainlink and lifted herself up, clambering over the fence. She was careful not to catch her pajamas on any loose bits of metal but hadn’t considered how she might get down off the fence in the pitch black. Alice took a deep breath, took a step of faith into what she hoped was a secure footing in the chainlink, and began to move.

Luck was not with her. Alice’s shoe slipped out of the fence, and she tumbled to the ground, landing knees-first into the dirt. “Ass!” she cried, jagged pebbles scraping up her knees. She knew swear words from watching television she shouldn’t have been, but didn’t quite know which ones fit where. Inky came to investigate the girl as she dusted off her knees. “Don’t look at me like that,” Alice muttered, “you’re a cat. You’re supposed to land on your feet.” The girl took a pinch of cat food from the amount stuffed into her palm and fed it to Inky, enticing him to follow her deeper into the forest.

The forest was just as dark and spooky as the movie had predicted. Alice couldn’t move more than a few steps without tripping over some dead branch or stone jutting from the ground. Strange noises of the forest and haunting calls of nocturnal animals came from every direction. Alice clenched her stuffed rabbit tight, always looking over her shoulder to make sure Inky was following her. It was cold, too cold. Alice shivered in her pajamas. She was starting to regret her decision to purposefully get lost in this forest.

Alice’s fear only mounted the longer she stayed in the forest. She had lost count of the steps she’d taken around two hundred. Without that number, there was no way she’d make it back home. “Inky, I’m sorry.” Tears welled in the girl’s eyes, sure she’d just gotten both her and her little companion killed. Maybe if she called out for Mom and Dad, they’d come to her rescue. Maybe even Avery and Aiden. At this point, she wouldn’t even mind seeing Audrey’s face if it meant being carried back to her warm bed. But before Alice could be lost to her own despair, she spied something in the distance. A bit of light emanated from beyond the thick trees. She picked herself up and walked forward, Inky in tow. It was a red glow, barely visible through the intertwined branches. Alice rushed towards the source of the light, not caring one bit about the thistles and bushes that tugged and ripped at the legs of her pajama bottoms as she rushed ahead. Alice just wanted to be out of the dark; any light would do.

As the little girl pushed past the last branches, she came across a small flat grove, soft grass surrounded by a perimeter of thick brush. Alice could not find what was causing the red glow; in fact, the source of the light was utterly incomprehensible to her. A mist permeated over the grove, the redness diffusing throughout it. Alice looked over her shoulder to check on Inky, her dutiful little lion still beside her. “Where the fuck are we?” Alice muttered, scanning her head back and forth over the small plot of land. In the center of the grove was a small table and two chairs, utterly out of place this deep in the woods.

Alice got closer, the furniture abandoned as far as she could tell. The wooden table was covered in moss and had begun to rot, the smell of which filled the air around it. The two chairs had weeds creeping up their legs, wrapping around the faded white paint with green tendrils. But despite this, a book sat in the center of the table, a thick tome that looked pristine compared to the rest of the objects in the grove. “What kind of idiot leaves their stuff in the middle of a forest?” Alice muttered.

Alice inspected the book on the table. It looked ancient, bound with dark leather with gold embroidery that glimmered despite the relative darkness. The book called to her child sensibilities. It was cool looking; it should be hers. Nobody was around to take ownership of it anyway. The little girl reached up and wrapped her fingers around the sides of the thick book.

A sharp, icy feeling shot through Alice’s body as she touched the tome. Something was wrong. Fear flooded her mind, pushing all other emotions out. Through the corner of her eye, Alice spied a dark figure. Its form eluded her, flowing dark fabric over a pale frame. As the being approached, Alice ran, scooping up Inky and the book, bolting back in the direction she came from.

Alice sprinted through the forest as fast as she could, sure the monster was on her tail. She could hear it moving behind her, twigs cracking, and leaves crunching under its tread. Alice couldn’t tell how many times she slipped and fell. It didn’t matter. She had to keep moving. She spied the fence and tossed everything over before clambering up as fast as possible. Alice threw herself onto the ground of her backyard, ignoring the pain of falling its height again. Alice turned and saw the creature slam into the fence with a loud crash, the metal chain link clanking violently. It snarled at the girl, bony white fingers grasping the chain link. Alice scooped up her belongings and cat and rushed into the house, locking the door behind her.

She panted as she gazed out the door to see if the creature was still chasing her. It was not; the backyard was as quiet and serene as the moment she left. Alice took her book and snuck back upstairs, Inky returning to his cat tree as if nothing had even happened.

Nonsensical lights, rushing emotions, disjointed scenes. It was happening to Audrey again. Never a night she wasn’t tormented by nightmares. ‘Great,’ she thought in her slumber, ‘this again.’ Then, a pause and a sense of panic. These dreams were never lucid. Audrey never knew she had them until after she woke up. This one was different; she was totally aware. Not only that, she felt awake. She was awake. She jolted upright, panting and sweating.

Audrey was not in her bed. She wasn’t home at all. She lay in soft grass in a dark forest, the sounds of crickets and a distant owl her only clue as to where she really was. Audrey’s panic grew stronger, confused as to how she got here. She had never sleepwalked in her life, and to go from her bed to the wilderness undetected would’ve been quite the feat. The girl rose to her feet, the grass cool and slightly wet to the touch. Sunrise was soon. She stumbled forward into the dark.

Something else was off. The forest wasn’t cold like it should be at this hour. Audrey only wore the long t-shirt she slept in, but the temperature felt perfect. A gentle breeze was in the air, but it did not bring any cold chills with it. And the forest floor, everywhere she stepped, felt like soft grass. No pinecones, jagged rocks, or sharp sticks could be found in her path. The insects and nocturnal birds she heard were always far in the distance. No sound ever got closer, even if she walked toward their calls. Everything was perfectly tranquil, dream-like. Audrey could see a light in the distance, a red glow mixed with mist. Could there be a house beyond it? She continued on towards her only inkling of salvation.

As Audrey approached the red mist, a row of thickets blocked her way. Seeing no other way around them, she pushed through, not wishing to extend her stay in the darkness any longer. But despite the thick tangle of branches with their visible thorns, Audrey pushed through as if they were nothing. The thorns brushed off her skin without pain or leaving even the barest of marks on her skin. Once through, she became enveloped in the mist, the source of the red light still lost within it. Her nose was filled with the concentrated smells of the forest, that sort of wet earthiness that reminded her of a garden store or a greenhouse.

Through the mist, Audrey saw a figure, the silhouette of someone sitting at a table. “Hello?” Audrey said cautiously, still unsure of what to make of her situation.

Suddenly, a voice enveloped her. “Come here, child,” it demanded. Despite the figure being in front of her, the voice hit her ears from all directions, only further disorienting the poor girl. She clenched her fist and obeyed, nervously walking forward until she met whatever force was beckoning her.

The figure, a woman dressed in all black, gestured for her to sit at her table with an outstretched hand. She wore a long dress and a wide-brimmed hat an almost alien-looking flower pinned to it. Her age eluded Audrey; the woman’s skin was young and perfect, but her hair was pure silver. A symbol of a closed eye rested just below her collarbone. It was far too natural-looking to be a tattoo, almost like it was part of her skin. But it was not her odd appearance that perturbed Audrey, but the aura that she gave off. Just witnessing this woman gave the girl a feeling of extreme unease, and she struggled to find any words to say. Instead, she sat as instructed and waited for the woman to speak.

“Your kin are incredibly hard to contact,” she said, her voice again defying direction. “You are the only one who I am able to reach.”
Audrey looked at the woman, puzzled. “What do you mean?” she asked. “Where am I?”
The woman leaned in and placed her hands on the table, one folded over the other. “Would you like some tea?” she asked. Before Audrey even had a chance to answer, an especially heavy mist rolled over the table. As it dissipated, a teapot and two cups on saucers appeared. 

Audrey’s eyes widened as the seemingly impossible occurred. A piping hot pot of tea appeared before her. She was hesitant, still unaware of where she even was. She spoke nervously, “I-I don’t-”
The woman began pouring herself some tea. “Child, I suggest you drink. It will calm your nerves for what I tell you.” The woman placed her fingers on the saucer and pushed the tea towards Audrey. “And if you want answers, you’ll drink.”

Despite every shred of common sense in her mind telling her not to, Audrey drank.  The taste was indecipherable as if every flower of the forest had been mixed into one concoction. Audrey couldn’t tell if she liked it. Not knowing if her senses were dulled or if she was just too afraid to analyze a tea's flavor profile at this moment. But as promised, that fear dissipated. A calming wave flowed over Audrey's mind. It did not feel like it had been induced by any chemical or drug, but instead, it was as if the emotion itself had been erased from her brain. With her worry gone, Audrey finally found the confidence to speak. “Who are you?” 

The woman in black shot a slight smile and began. “You are very familiar with me, though you do not know it. I visit you every night. I see you in bed, and I give you my gift. As for where you are, I’ll just say in a safe place. No harm can come to you here, not unless I will it.”

Just like that, the full force of Audrey’s prior fear returned for a brief moment. The sudden weight of it crashing into her body made it feel as if, for just a second, she had been hit by a truck full of emotions. But just as quickly as that feeling came, it faded away. Audrey returned to that calm bliss brought on by the tea. 

“You said you were trying to contact someone... but could only get me?”

“Yes, your family. Never have I come across such a large cluster of Tar Souls. Such a fact prevents me from reaching them.” The woman leaned across the table and took Audrey’s hand. “But not you. Your soul is clean. Not pure white, but not Tar black like the rest.”

Audrey looked down at the woman’s hands. They were clad in black silk gloves that ran up to her elbows. “I don’t understand; what does any of this mean? What are you trying to tell us?”
The woman released Audrey’s hand and sat back down in her chair. “I’m not trying to tell you anything. Rather, I’m giving you a chance to make things right. Your sister has something of mine. A book. I want it back - and you will get it for me.”
Audrey didn’t respond at first, trying to wrack her brain for any memory of an out-of-place book that Alice might have. She brought the teacup to her lips to take another sip but found it empty. She supposed this woman already got what she wanted. “What kind of book is it?” She asked, “I don’t even know what it looks like.” 

The woman crossed her arms. Her friendly demeanor started to grow cold. “What kind of book does not matter. What matters is that it is mine. As for what it looks like, you will know it when you see it.” The woman suddenly turned her head to the horizon, the first rays of the rising sun starting to bleed through the thick forest. Dawn was breaking. She turned her gaze back towards Audrey. “You will be back here tonight with or without my book. I do suggest you find it, for every day you don’t, the journey to this place will grow harder.” 

The mist began to grow thicker. “Wait,” Audrey said. The mist began to obscure the woman’s form. “What do you mean I’ll be back? Who are you?” The fear began again. Panic enveloped the girl as the mist obscured her vision. It grew so thick it became suffocating. Audrey struggled to breathe as it cloaked her in total darkness. 

And suddenly, there was light. Audrey was back in her room in her bed. She sat up and looked out her window, the first rays of sun cresting the horizon.
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Palled gray strips of beef covered in a bland and grainy brown sauce. That was the meal the Graves had for dinner every Sunday night. It was her Mom’s specialty. Beef stew, not beef stroganoff, not beef burgundy - she just called it beef stew. Audrey stabbed a piece of meat and put it in her mouth. It was as dry and dull as always. She would never admit it aloud, but her mom was a terrible cook. Dad was much better, but he never had the time. Besides, she seemed especially proud of this one dish. Proud enough to make it a Sunday tradition. The rest of the family sat around the dinner table unenthusiastically picking at the stew. Only Ashley ate it with any sort of enthusiasm.

After everyone had settled in and eaten enough to make noticeable dents on their plates, Ashley finally decided it was an appropriate time for conversation. “Looking forward to work tomorrow, beloved?” That’s how Mom started every dinner conversation. It always had to begin with talking about Dad. And the topic would tend to stay on Dad, sometimes Audrey wouldn’t be asked about her day. Always about Mom and Dad. 

Audrey continued to fruitlessly chew away at the tough piece of beef in her mouth as her dad responded. “Am I ever, Ashley?” He answered in that typically moody tone of his. 

“Well, I don’t know,” Ashley replied, a little frustrated that he was so blunt. “Maybe something has changed, and you didn’t tell me.”

“I tell you everything.”
Ashley smirked at that comment. “Yeah, you better.” 

Audrey finally choked down a dry piece of meat as her dad went on to list all his grievances at work. While she was just so enamored with this conversation, she couldn’t pay any attention to it. Her mind was consumed with the thoughts of that book the woman in her dreams told her about. All day, Audrey had been thinking about how to interpret that dream. Certainly, it couldn’t have been real, yet she could recall every second of it too, the scent of the forest and the feeling of the soft grass - it was the most vivid dream she ever had. But it was still a dream. What could it have meant? Why did it revolve around Alice and some book? Maybe it was Audrey’s subconscious telling her something; every dream had a meaning, after all. Maybe Alice did have a book she shouldn’t have. She knew Aiden and Avery certainly had those. Audrey wracked her mind to try and remember if she had seen that mysterious woman before but drew a blank. Honestly, she hardly seemed human. As she speared another piece of meat and stuck it in her mouth, she decided it couldn’t hurt to give Alice’s room a quick look over. 

“Audrey,” her father said, interrupting her train of thought. “Your mother asked you a question.” 

“Oh, sorry,” Audrey said as she turned her attention to her mom. 

“I asked if you were up and about last night.” She said as she sliced a piece of beef.

Audrey intricately thought about her time in that forest for a moment, but that certainly didn’t count. “No, not at all. Why do you ask?”

“I heard some rummaging around last night and when your father woke up this morning, the sliding glass door was open a crack. It wasn’t you two boys, was it?” Ashley said, gesturing at Aiden and Avery accusingly with her fork. 

“It was probably the dumb cat,” Avery said as he shoved food around his plate. Aiden nodded in agreement. 

Ashley squinted her eyes at the boys in suspicion. “If I find out you two are sneaking out at night, you’re really gonna get it.” She stabbed a piece of meat with her fork and put it in her mouth, returning to eating. Nobody paid attention to Alice, who fidgeted uncomfortably in her chair. Lucky for her, no one suspected the youngest. That question made Audrey curious. Someone was up last night? She hadn’t heard anything. Had she been sleepwalking? If she had, then maybe…

“Mom, can I be excused? I’m not really hungry.” Audrey said, already starting to stand and grabbing her plate. 

“Alright, but leave your plate. Your father will finish your food.” Audrey glanced at her dad, the look on his face that he was going to but wouldn’t be happy about it. She knew he hated this stew as much as everyone else. Audrey nodded and let go of the plate, thanking her mother for the meal before heading up the stairs. She’d only have a few minutes to check Alice’s room before she finished her food. That’d be enough time to find what she was looking for. How well could that girl hide one book?

Audrey slinked over to her sister’s door, entering quickly and gently closing it behind her. She surveyed the scene before her, deciding where to begin. Alice’s room was relatively clean unlike the chaos of Aiden and Avery’s room. The bed was unmade, some toys were scattered about, but that was the worst of it. Audrey began at the bookshelf, scanning over the small number of titles available. They were all mostly coloring books, children’s stories, or things Alice had to read for school. Not a single book seemed out of place in a six-year-old’s room. 

Undeterred, Audrey searched elsewhere. She got on her hands and knees and peered under Alice’s bed. More toys, some loose crayons, and long-abandoned stuffed animals. Yet, no book. Audrey poked her head over the bed and felt around in the covers, running her hands over the sheets and under Alice’s pillows to see if she had taken it to bed. But she found nothing. 

Audrey stood up and scratched her head. Where to look next? She approached Alice’s dresser and fumbled around in the drawers, checking to see if she had hidden anything amongst her clothes. Still nothing. All except for a photograph wrapped up in some of Alice’s pajamas. Audrey pulled it out and took a closer look. It was a recent family portrait they had taken last Christmas, the one missing from the mantelpiece a few months ago. Alice had scribbled all over it. Audrey raised an eyebrow at the odd scene. Mom and Dad’s faces were scratched out. The bare white back of the photo bleeding through where their expressions should be. Aiden and Avery were circled by a heart in red crayon. ‘Mine only’ written above them. However, Audrey’s likeness received the most editing. A knife plunged in her back, X’s drawn over her eyes, ‘DIE’ written across her skirt. Audrey winced at the wanton hatred Alice seemed to have for her. It hurt, but it wasn’t why she was here, so she placed the picture just as she found it. 

 The only place Audrey hadn’t looked was the closet. If it was anywhere, it had to be there. Audrey opened the door and peered inside, looking for anything that appeared out of place. She eyed a fairly large shoe box. It certainly could have held a book. As she picked it up, it didn’t feel too heavy, but it couldn’t hurt to look. Audrey peeled open the top of the box and was shocked by what she saw. It was filled to the brim with horrific items - bird bones, rotting mushrooms, dead insects, and owl pellets. The mangled masses of fur and bones were especially disgusting. Audrey instinctively dropped the shoe box, morbid momentos jumping out and scattering as the box hit the ground. 

As the realization of the mess she just made sank in, Audrey heard the doorknob in her sister’s room begin to turn. She turned and saw Alice standing in the entrance, eyes wide - her bunny clutched under her arm. 

“What are you doing?! Get out!” Alice cried as she rushed into her room. She grabbed Audrey’s skirt and began to tug, trying to lead the woman out, but she stopped when she saw her box of forest findings scattered all over the floor. She dropped to her knees and began to scramble to collect the bits of dead bugs and clumps of fur. 

“Alice, what the hell is all of this?” Audrey muttered, still shocked and disgusted by the contents of the box. 

“Your business, hussy - mind it,” Alice said in a hushed tone as she picked up a dried-up beetle and tossed it into the box. 

“Ew Alice, no! Don’t pick those up with your bare hands.” Audrey reached down and placed a hand on Alice’s shoulder to pull her away, but Alice slapped it away in response. 

“Get out, or I’ll tell Dad you touched me down there.”

Audrey’s eyes widened, and she took her hand back. That threat was new. Alice would do it, and while Dad probably wouldn’t believe it, she didn’t want to test that theory. Audrey headed towards the door to her room, her hypothetical tail between her legs. She left Alice to pick up her morbid toys. That can be Mom’s problem when she inevitably finds them. She turned the handle and entered her room but stopped before closing her door. 

“Alice?” Audrey asked. “Do you have a new book?”

Alice froze, and Audrey swore she could see her go a little white. “Go be a whore in your room.” The little girl muttered before returning to collecting. Audrey obliged and closed the door that separated their rooms.

Audrey collapsed onto her bed. Sometimes, it felt like her only safe haven in this house. The way Alice reacted to her question had to mean something. She wouldn’t just freeze up at a question like that if she wasn’t hiding something.

Audrey’s train of thought was interrupted as the cell phone on her nightstand rang; the girl rolled over to grab it. She held up above her face to see the caller ID and nearly dropped it as she read the name. ‘Liam.’ She shot up in bed and rushed to answer.

“Hello?” She answered, immediately feeling self-conscious about just how excited she sounded.

“Hey, Audrey?” Liam said on the other end of the line.

“Yeah, it's me.” An awkward pause, “How are you?”

“Great! Sis is doing good, too.”
“That’s good to hear, I’m really glad.” Audrey seriously considered apologizing for her brothers again, but mercifully, Liam spoke first.

“So hey,” Liam began, “I was wondering if you would like to go catch a movie sometime?”

Audrey’s entire world came to a screeching halt. She utterly forgot anything about books or forests or strange ladies in her dreams. She could only think about Liam’s offer. “Yes!” she replied, not even thinking about how eager she sounded, “yes, I would.” She thought momentarily and grinned at an idea she just had, “Actually, there is a great horror movie out right now. Have you seen-” Audrey offered to go see the movie she saw last night with her siblings, to which he agreed. “Alright then, it's a date! Tomorrow at eight?”

“Sound perfect,” Liam replied, “I’ll see you then!”

“See you.” Audrey hung up the phone. She sighed and collapsed back onto her bed, smiling. That one little call turned her entire day around; nothing that had occurred even five minutes before mattered to her. It was a little weird that could even happen, but Audrey tossed the feeling aside. She wanted this warm fuzzy feeling in her chest to last forever, and it would as she began getting ready for bed.

Outside Audrey’s door, however, Avery’s chest felt very different. It felt as if a cold lump of ice had formed in his. He walked towards the room he shared with this brother, creeping in quietly.

“Audrey has a date tomorrow with that boy tomorrow,” he muttered as he slipped into bed. Aiden lay across the room from him in his bed, reading a comic book he held high over his head. “That’s not very smart of him,” Aiden said, peering over the comic pages, “we’ll have to do something about that.”

Nonsensical lights, rushing emotions, disjointed scenes. Audrey jolted awake in the forest. And she was awake, just like last time. The grass was wet with dew, soaking the back of her t-shirt. She sat up and tried to brush it off, only to be greeted with a chilly breeze. The panic and disorientation only mounted as she stood up, gathering her bearings. It was the same grove she woke up in last night, that was for certain. She could hear the nocturnal animals of the night, their shrill cries echoing through the trees. Audrey saw the red glow up ahead. That woman must be there.

Audrey began to walk forward, the grass unpleasantly slick with dew and wet dirt. She shivered in disgust at the feeling against her bare feet. As she approached the row of thickets, she pushed through, expecting to meet no resistance like last time. Yet, it took force to push through, the thorns scratching at her skin, leaving faint marks that itched. As she made it through, the red mist enveloped her, slightly obscuring the form of woman who sat at the table. She beckoned Audrey to sit at the table with her all-encompassing voice, to which Audrey obliged and sat before her.

“You don’t have my book,” she began, her voice full of disappointment.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know where it is.” The mist grew thicker and colder as Audrey replied, the poor girl shivering in her pajamas.

The woman crossed her arms, leaning back into her chair. “I suggest you find it, but first,” a heavy fog flowed over the table, and just as last time, a tea set appeared, “drink.”

Audrey watched nervously as the woman poured her a cup of tea, pushing it towards her. She picked up the cup but hesitated, looking up at the woman. The woman in black responded by forcing another bone-chilling cloud of mist over Audrey’s body. She drank to escape the cold. That was the right choice, it seemed, as the warm liquid reinvigorated her body, warmed her up, and even seemed to dry her skin from the wet spot that had formed on her shirt. Whatever this tea was, it seemed to protect Audrey from the elements of this world, but it had to do something else as well. Why else would this woman be so adamant she drink it?

“This book, where can I find it?” Audrey asked, taking another sip of tea to see if it had any further noticeable effect. It did not.

“That is for you to figure out, child,” the woman said, folding her hands and placing them on the table. “My ability to interact with your world is very limited; that is why I need you.”

“Okay, wait.” Audrey placed the teacup back onto the saucer with a loud clink, “Who are you? Why do you need this book? Why am I here?” She began to stand up from her chair when she suddenly had an intense desire to sit back down and lower her voice. She pondered what caused that but then had an urge to cease her curiosity.

The woman rested her chin on her hands and leaned in, “Nothing you asked is crucial for you to know at this moment. What is crucial is that you find that book and place it in your bed when you do. You’re going to find it, or you will end up back here again tomorrow night.” The woman raised her gloved hand, placing her middle finger and thumb together. “This night was just a reminder. If you want answers, you will bring me the book.”

She snapped, and Audrey shot awake, this time in her bed. She placed a hand on the back of her shirt. Bone dry. As she glanced towards her window, the sun wasn’t rising. It was still the middle of the night, in fact. That woman really wasn’t in the mood to speak tonight. Audrey collapsed back down into her pillows, staring at the ceiling, questioning exactly what was real and what wasn’t.